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Pronunciation	 tends	 to	 receive	 relatively	 little	 attention	 in	 language	 teaching.	 It	 is	 an	 often	
neglected	 skill	 and	 has	 therefore	 been	 looked	 upon	 as	 the	 ‘Cinderella’	 of	 language	 teaching	
(Dalton	 1997,	 Kelly	 1969).	 This	 relative	 lack	 of	 attention	 does	 not	 concur	 with	 its	 obvious	
importance.	Pronunciation	is	a	vital	aspect	of	language	production,	evaluation	and	perception.	A	
good	 pronunciation	 can	 help	 people	 understand	 each	 other,	 and	 a	 bad	 pronunciation	 may	
confuse	 them.	 Pronunciation	 may	 thus	 send	 out	 enlightening	 as	 well	 as	 confusing	 messages.	
Pronunciation	 has	 an	 important	 social	 value	 and	 is	 strongly	 related	 to	 prestige	 (Gelvanovsky	
2002)	 and	 image.	 Certain	 types	 of	 pronunciation	 are	 associated	with	 socio-economic	 success,	




not	 easily	 teachable	 (Pennington	 1989,	 Purcell	 &	 Suter	 1980).	 Aptitudinal	 and	 other	 factors,	
such	 as	 the	 pronunciation	 skills	 of	 the	 teacher	 him/her-self,	 make	 teaching	 this	 skill	 in	 a	
classroom	setting	a	potentially	 inefficient	 task	(Thanasoulas	2012).	Pronunciation	 is	known	to	
be	 particularly	 difficult	 to	master,	 because	 it	 is	 not	 only	 an	 academic	 and	 analytical	 skill	 but	
involves	a	degree	of	physiological	control.	The	latter	does	not	necessarily	come	with	intelligence;	
it	 involves	a	manner	of	shaping	and	using	the	vocal	 tract	that	deviates	 from	what	 learners	are	
used	to	when	speaking	their	own	native	language	(Lowie	&	Bultena	2007).		
	
What to teach? 
	
When	 teachers	decide	 to	 teach	pronunciation,	 they	need	 to	know	what	 to	 teach;	what	 is	good	
and	bad	pronunciation,	and	who	decides	on	pronunciation	norms?	Which	pronunciation	model	
should	one	choose?	The	place	where	a	language	originated	is	traditionally	chosen	as	the	target	
norm:	 French	 from	 France,	 Portuguese	 from	 Portugal,	 and	 English	 from	 England.	 But,	
increasingly,	 other	 pronunciation	 norms	 are	 becoming	 equally	 important	 or	 even	 more	
dominant.	Brazilian	Portuguese	and	American	English,	for	example,	have	a	high	prestige	and	are	
increasingly	 considered	 the	 most	 suitable	 pronunciation	 norms	 for	 learners,	 simply	 because	
they	represent	a	large	number	of	native	speakers	and	are	internationally	very	common.		
	
So,	 while	 there	 is	 usually	 some	 agreement	 on	 exactly	 what	 is	 the	 ‘right’	 way	 to	 pronounce	
sounds,	the	problem	is	that	there	may	be	more	than	one	pronunciation	model.	In	addition,	when	
a	model	 is	 chosen	 this	model	 is	 subject	 to	 all	 types	 of	 variation	 and,	 as	 a	 result,	 debate	 and	
disagreement.	 Usually,	 there	 is	 agreement	 on	 how	 to	 pronounce	 certain	 sounds	 but	 less	
agreement	on	others.	Also,	norms	change	over	time	and	sticking	to	certain	pronunciation	norms	
may	lead	to	an	obsolete	norm.	It	is	safe	to	say	that	every	20	or	25	years,	a	pronunciation	norm	
needs	 to	 be	 adjusted.	 Some	 teachers	may	 adhere	 to	 an	 older	 norm,	 a	 stricter	 norm	 perhaps,	
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while	others	will	 accept	 a	 certain	 degree	 of	 variation	 (Wells	 1997).	The	 strict	 approach	 is	 by	
definition	impracticable;	the	stricter	the	norm	is,	the	less	agreement	there	will	be	on	whether	a	
certain	 pronunciation	 feature	 is	 standard.	 Applying	 a	 strict	 norm	 boils	 down	 to	 rejecting	 the	
pronunciation	 of	 certain	 speakers	 who	 are	 generally	 acknowledged	 to	 speak	 the	 standard	
language.	Rules	regarding	how	to	pronounce	a	 language	are	often	taken	from	existing	sources,	
which	sometimes	tend	to	be	strict,	obsolete	and	not	always	in	accordance	with	living	norms.	It	is	








native	 speaker	 could	 be	 seen	 as	 consecutive	 stages;	 when	 an	 intelligible	 accent	 has	 been	
achieved,	native	speaker	imitation	could	be	the	next	step.	Usually,	 the	native	speaker	model	is	








cultural	 knowledge	 and	 for	 pragmatic	 competence:	 understanding	 irony,	 jokes	 as	 well	 as	
sarcasm	and	understanding	 the	cultural	 context	of	utterances.	A	near-perfect	accent	may	give	




The joys of ‘having an accent’ 
	
The	widespread	 assumption	 that	 native	 speakers	wish	 for	 non-native	 speakers	 to	 sound	 like	
native	 speakers	 is	 something	 that	 non-native	 speakers	 invented,	 not	 the	 native	 speakers	
themselves.	 Imitations	 of	 native	 speakers	 may	 even	 be	 regarded	 as	 awkward	 to	 these	 same	
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that	 you	 convincingly	 imitate	 a	 few	 archetypal	 sounds	 in	 an	 over-articulate	way	 and	 not	 the	
whole	 range	 of	 pronunciation	 features.	 It	 usually	 means	 you	 have	 an	 unnatural	 and	 mixed	
accent.	The	most	complimentary	feedback	is	silent:	the	way	you	pronounce	the	language	passes	









When	 you	 have	 the	 gift	 of	 being	 able	 to	 approximate	 the	 native	 target	 convincingly	 and	
naturally,	you	could	develop	your	own	style.	You	can	stick	to	the	strict	norm	and	perfect	this	as	
much	as	you	can	or	moderate	your	accent	slightly	and	develop	an	accent	with	mild	non-standard	
features,	 perhaps	 after	 studying	 abroad	or	 after	 being	 influenced	 by	 a	 native-speaking	 friend.	
Such	 a	 ‘less	 strict’	 accent	 has	 the	 advantage	 of	 being	 less	 marked	 and	 less	 over-educated-
sounding,	and	it	is	often	less	distracting	and	perhaps	closer	to	the	speaker’s	personality	than	the	
strict	model	 is.	 There	 is	 also	 a	 group	 of	 learners	who	 take	 it	 one	 step	 further	 and	 develop	 a	
strong	regional	accent.	This	group	should	bear	in	mind	that	error-making	in	regional	accents	is	
possibly	 worse	 than	 error-making	 in	 the	 standard	 language,	 as	 only	 the	 latter	 is	 typically	 a	
model	for	learners.	Finally,	there	is	a	group	of	less	talented	learners	who	develop	a	curious	mix	
of	 standard	 and	 non-standard	 features	 in	 their	 second-language	 pronunciation	 by	 parroting	
native	 speakers	with	various	accents.	 Such	 inconsistency	 is	not	advisable.	 It	 is	distracting	and	
can	even	be	confusing.	In	short,	a	native	accent	should	only	be	the	target	of	those	who	have	the	
talent	to	channel	and	naturally	tune	and	shape	their	accent	without	instruction	after	they	have	
completed	 a	 pronunciation	 course,	 and	 who	 have	 sufficient	 self-monitoring	 skills	 as	 well	 as	
awareness	of	how	their	acquired	language	is	perceived	and	understood.	
	





articulatorily	 whilst	 pronouncing	 sounds	 is	 most	 important.	 Most	 teachers	 try	 and	 strike	 a	
balance	between	the	two.	Either	approach	is	problematic	if	applied	strictly.	Students	are	likely	to	
lose	interest	when	drilling	words	and	sentences	is	the	only	thing	they	do,	and	students	who	find	
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Pay more attention to intonation? 
	
Prosody	 does	 not	 usually	 come	 first	 in	 pronunciation	 courses,	 although	many	will	 claim	 that	
learning	the	‘music’	of	the	language	will	lead	to	a	flying	start	and	will	enthuse	learners.	Instead,	
the	 various	 individual	 sounds	 of	 the	 language	 are	 usually	 presented	 one	 by	 one.	 The	 relative	
importance	 of	 prosody	 is	 always	 a	 point	 of	 consideration,	 but	 it	 is	 often	 overlooked.	 Most	
courses	 are	 almost	 exclusively	 based	 on	 teaching	 vowels	 and	 consonants	 and	 leaving	 tips	 on	
prosody	 to	 the	margins	of	 the	course.	A	commonly	heard	complaint	by	native	speakers	 is	 that	
even	highly	successful	learners	of	English	suffer	from	deviant	intonation	patterns,	which	affects	
the	interpretation	of	utterances.	Research	has	even	shown	that	intonation	and	related	prosodic	
features	are	amongst	 the	most	 important	 criteria	 for	native	speakers	 to	 judge	 the	quality	of	a	
learner’s	English	pronunciation	(Hoorn,	Smakman	&	Foster	2014).		
	
The	 difficulty	 of	 teaching	 prosody	 lies	 in	 the	 fact	 that	 it	 is	 not	 so	 easy	 to	 capture	 in	 simple	
language.	 Some	 linguistic	 explanation	 is	 needed,	 and	 the	 teacher	 needs	 to	 be	 comfortable	
teaching	 this	 aspect	 and	 skilled	 enough.	 The	 combination	 of	 these	 aspects	 usually	 prevents	
teachers	 from	 explicitly	 and	 elaborately	 teaching	 prosody.	 Extensive	 intonation	 and	 rhythm	
instruction	is	likely	to	end	up	resembling	a	theoretical	linguistics	class	and	will	not	help	students	






course.	 It	 gives	 those	 with	 special	 talents	 the	 opportunity	 to	 show	 off,	 and	 it	 can	 be	 an	
interesting	 confrontation	with	 reality	 to	 those	who	 can	write	well	 but	not	pronounce	 so	well.	
The	importance	of	pronunciation	should	not	be	underestimated	–	not	only	does	it	shape	the	first	
impression	that	listeners	have	of	you,	it	is	also	closely	related	to	meaning.	A	good	pronunciation,	












Accents of English in the Netherlands and elsewhere,	95-108.	Amsterdam:	VU	University	
Press.	
Hudson,	Richard	A.	(1980).	Sociolinguistics.	Cambridge:	Cambridge	University	Press.	
Kelly,	Louise	G.	(1969).	25 centuries of language teaching.	Rowley,	MA:	Newbury	House.	
Lowie,	Wander	&	Sybrine	Bultena	(2007).	Articulatory	settings	and	the	dynamics	of	second	
language	speech	production.	In:	Proceeding of the 2007 PTLC Conference,	London.	
65 
 
Proceedings Van Schools tot Scriptie II. 
 
Pennington,	Martha	C.	(1989).	Teaching	pronunciation	from	the	top	down.	RELC Journal,	20(1),	
21-38.	
Purcell,	Edward	T.	&	Richard	W.	Suter	(1980).	Predictors	of	pronunciation	accuracy:	A	Re-
examination.	Language Learning,	30(2),	271-287.	
Thanasoulas,	Dimitri	(2012).	Developingteachers.com	Newsletter	(March	2012).	Retrieved	in	
October	2013	from:	
http://www.developingteachers.com/articles_tchtraining/pron2_dimitrios.htm	
Wells,	John	C.	(1997).	Whatever	happened	to	Received	Pronunciation?	In:	Medina,	Cassado	&	
Palomo	Soto	(eds.),	II	Jornadas	de	Estudios	Ingleses,	Universidad	de	Jaén,	Spain,	19-28.	
Retrieved	in	October	2013	from:	
http://www.phon.ucl.ac.uk/home/wells/rphappened.htm	
	
	 	
